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National regulations on animal
experiments vary widely between
countries but growing numbers of
researchers in Britain believe that
the procedures are in need of an
overhaul. And a new report by a
group of members of Britain’s
upper house of parliament, the
House of Lords, advises a shake-
up that both speeds up
consideration of researchers’
requests but opens up public
scrutiny of such work.
The report says that the UK has
the world’s tightest system of
regulation but many researchers
are now concerned that the
bureaucracy associated with the
regulations is stifling research.
Every application to conduct
animal research is subjected to a
cost-benefit assessment and is
examined by a local ethical review
process and by a government
inspectorate. Inspections are
frequent. Gaining approval for
research in the UK takes on
average 31 weeks, compared with
17 weeks in Germany and 6 weeks
in the US. Some scientists argue
that the delays have halted
research or driven it abroad.
It also calls for the rules to allow
visiting scientists and students in
higher education to work on
animal experiments as long as an
established licence holder takes
responsibility for their actions. At
present, scientists have to attend
training modules before a licence
is granted.
Patrick Bateson, vice-president
of the Royal Society, told the
inquiry that this was his concern.
‘If we cannot get visitors to come
here, that is really going to affect
UK research,’ he said.
Although the mechanisms of
regulation of animal procedures in
the US are complex, many
researchers find them easier to
navigate. The Animal Wefare Act
covers procedures planned for
warm-blooded animals with the
exception of rats, mice and birds
following an amendment earlier
this year. The Act requires
institutions to establish an animal
care and use committee
responsible for day-to-day
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Regulations: How best to balance scientific needs and animal welfare is subject to ongoing debate. Animal facilities at the Oak Ridge
National Laboratory in Tennessee. (Photo: US Department of Energy/Science Photo Library.) 
enforcement of the Act.
Institutions are subject to
inspection.
A second requirement applies
to recipients of federal funds
which requires institutes also to
have an animal care and use
committee. Most companies and
universities also seek
endorsement from the Association
for Assessment and Accreditation
of Laboratory Animal Care, which
is a non-governmental, not-for-
profit organisation. Although
voluntary, many institutions
believe attracting work and
funding would prove difficult
without it. In spite of the apparent
complexity, many researchers feel
the the US system lacks the
bureaucracy found in the UK. 
The Lords also say that levels of
secrecy surrounding animal
experiments in the UK are
excessive and call for the section
of the 1986 Animals (Scientific
Procedures) Act dubbed the
‘confidentiality clause’ to be
repealed.
The report says that details of
anonymised project licences
should be made public after
approval and funding.
Researchers’ personal details
would be kept confidential, but
expected benefits of the work and
harm to the animals would be
listed. ‘We consider that the
debate surrounding animal
experiments has been stifled for
too long, and with damaging
results, by the overly restrictive
nature of the Act’, the report says.
The Lords’ report also calls for
the setting-up of a small
administrative team to champion
alternatives to animal experiments
and to coordinate research units
embedded in existing centres of
scientific excellence. This would
be funded by the government,
charities and industry.
There has been a significant
downward trend in the number of
animals used over the past 25
years in Britain to just over half
but in 2000, the latest year for
which figures are available, a 2.2
per cent increase to 2.71 million
was recorded over the previous
year. Part of the reason for this
was the big increase in the
creation of genetically modified
animals which are registered even
if not used for an experiment. In
2000 a 14 per cent increase was
recorded over the previous year in
the creation or use of such
animals. 
New EC legislation will require
up-to-date testing of thousands of
chemicals in use in Europe by
2012 meaning that several million
extra animals will face toxicity
trials unless alternatives are found
quickly.
The European Union’s research
commissioner, Philippe Busquin,
called at a meeting last month for
the ‘reduction, replacement and
refinement’ of the use of animals
in research. The ‘three Rs’ he
said, presented a challenge for
the research community, but also
encompassed a major effort to
better organise research and
development investments at the
EU level. The three Rs are widely
held as the guiding principle for
animal experiments in many
countries.
We consider that the debate
surrounding animal
experiments has been stifled
for too long, with damaging
results
Speaking at an EU-sponsored
conference on animal testing, he
said ‘reduction’ aimed at
obtaining more information by
using fewer animals, or by
obtaining more information from
the same number of animals.
‘Refinement’ looked for alternative
methods that alleviate or minimise
pain, suffering and distress and
‘replacement’ aimed to gather
equivalent scientific results
without conducting experiments
on animals.
He said: ‘The Commission is
committed to fostering the three
Rs, including through its own
research funding, but we can only
get good results if there is a joint
effort between scientists, national
administrators, industry, NGOs
and European policymakers. The
aim of the conference was to help
to establish areas in which other
methods of research could be
used and where the EU can help
alternative methods of research
gain international recognition.
Alternatives considered
included the development of cell
cultures as well as ‘in silico’
computer-based approaches and
non-animal based methods to
assess the impact of
environmental factors on health.
The next Commission-run
Framework research programme,
which kicks off later this year, will
include more money for
researching the alternatives to
animals in laboratories, Busquin
said.
Within the EU, Germany has
recently raised the status of
animals with many consequences
still to become clear. Paragraph
20a of the German basic law now
says that animals, like humans,
have the right to be respected by
the state and to have their dignity
protected. Their entry into the
constitution ends a decade-long
battle between politicians and
campaigners. ‘We hope this will
bring a whole range of changes,’
the president of the German
Animal Protection League,
Wolfgang Apel, said. He also
expected it to lead to tightening of
the rules covering drugs and
cosmetics testing. The change in
the law followed a vote this earlier
this summer in the Bundesrat, the
upper house of parliament, where
it won support from two-thirds of
members.
It makes Germany the first
European Union country to pass
such legislation and will
encourage animal rights
campaigners to fight for similar
changes elsewhere. Switzerland
amended its constitution ten
years ago so that animals were
acknowledged as ‘beings’ rather
than things.
But prospects for regulations
surrounding animal experiments
in Europe may drive further work
elsewhere. Robert Winston, a
leading fertility researcher and
member of the House of Lords but
not on the committee looking at
animal procedures, said that he
needed to carry out experiments
that pose only temporary
inconvenience to animals. ‘But it
takes so much time and effort to
get approval that I now do a lot of
my work in California,’ he said.
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